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　From the time that the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD) came into force in 2008, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Member States 
have, in their own time, ratified the said Convention over the years since then. The CRPD, which 
ensures the promotion and protection of the human rights of persons with disabilities, as well as equal 
treatment under the law, has been the guiding force in which the laws of the land have been anchored 
upon. Yet in spite of the huge leaps and bounds that empowered persons with disabilities in the region, 
barriers still continue to hound the field of disability.
　Currently, there are an estimated 690 million persons with diverse disabilities in the Asia-Pacific 
region (15% of the world’s population are composed of persons with disabilities), according to the 
United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP). Due to certain 
factors, such as an increasing ageing population, longer life expectancy, as well as more people with 
developmental disorders, experts estimate that an increase trend in disability figures are to be 
continued not only in the region but worldwide.
　Governments in the ASEAN region continue to narrow the gaps to build a more inclusive and 
barrier-free society for all via their own national legislations and national plans. These go hand-in-hand 
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Strategy to ‘Make the Right Real’ for Persons with Disabilities in Asia and the Pacific, 2013-2022, 
alongside the Beijing Declaration and Action Plan, as well as the Asia and Pacific Decade of Persons 
with Disabilities, 2013-2022, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, Marrakesh 
Treaty to Facilitate Access to Published Works for Persons Who Are Blind, Visually Impaired or 
Otherwise Print Disabled, the ASEAN Enabling Master Plan 2025: Mainstreaming the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), among others.
　The SDGs, in particular, emphasized the need to ‘leave no one behind’ in the implementation of its 
17 inter-related goals. This pledge highlights the need for accessibility in all its forms, especially 
among countries in the ASEAN region, where numerous challenges continue to hound persons with 
disabilities. 
　Of particular interest for ESCAP, in its Disability At A Glance 2019 report focusing on the theme, 
“Investing in Accessibility in Asia and the Pacific”, are how countries can develop strategic approaches 
that will result in a sustainable and inclusive society.
Essence of the Report by ESCAP
　In its report, ESCAP noted the correlation of accessibility with the reduction of inequality among 
persons with disabilities. The report looked at the importance of having a deeper understanding of 
disability and how it has evolved, as well as the principles and dimensions of accessibility. It analyzed 
the benefits of investing in accessibility, which encompassed key areas ranging from the legal aspects 
to procurement, employment and standards, among others.
　The report also examined the overall economic benefits, the driving factors, and outcomes of 
enhanced investments in disability. Furthermore, it highlighted the overall status of investment in the 
Asia-Pacific region, including trends, country perspectives, and even gender-related issues on 
accessibility. 
　It explained that a close partnership among the private and public sector, persons with disabilities 
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and accessibility experts, and the media will result in an inclusive society with clear and evident 
economic benefits, inclusion, active participation, innovation, equality and equity.
　This paper aims to get an overview of current disability policies in place in ASEAN Member States 
and how these policies correlate with the points raised and/or the findings of the ESCAP report, 
particularly regarding accessibility matters. It is a general consensus that accessibility enables persons 
with disabilities to live their lives independently and how it empowers them to fully and equally 
participate in society.
　To quote the ‘General Comment No. 2’ of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 
persons with disabilities will not be able to fully be integral and productive members of society 
“without access to the physical environment, to transportation, to information and communication, 
including information and communications technologies and systems, and to other facilities and 
services open or provided to the public...”.
Overview of Current Disability Policies in ASEAN
　While there have been good developments in the region, if not the world, about the status of 
persons with disabilities, there are still gaps that need to be narrowed down. The global ‘shutdown’ 
on so many levels brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic all throughout 2020 has aggravated the 
challenges persons with disabilities are facing. On the positive side, countries who have national 
disability strategies and action plans ensure that, despite any unforeseen societal or health 
emergencies like COVID-19, the milestones that have been set up concerning disability matters will 
continue and not be set aside. Here is a quick look of current disability policies being implemented in 
ASEAN:
Brunei Darussalam
　The Government of Brunei Darussalam continues to implement a number of strategies that 
promotes the rights and development, well-being, welfare and support system for persons with 
disabilities through its Plan of Action, under the Special Committee on the Elderly and Persons with 
Different Abilities and the National Council on Social Issues. Conducted in line with international and 
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regional commitments, the government’s ongoing initiatives include funding for the disability pension 
allowance; Building Control Order regulations ensuring accessibility through the Different Abilities 
Design Guidelines; skills development courses in business and employment; inclusive communication 
programs; support for para athletes; and construction of a disability-friendly building complex for 
work, study, and recreational activities, among others. Furthermore, the government is currently 
conducting a two-phase survey on persons with disabilities seeking information on their employment 
status and their involvement in the community, with a view to strengthening programs, policies, and 
support services for persons with disabilities in Brunei.
Cambodia
　Cambodia’s King H.M. Norodom Sihamoni, during the commemoration of International Day of 
Persons with Disabilities on 3 December 2019, officially launched the National Disability Strategic 
Plan 2019-2023, a follow-up to the earlier National Disability Strategic Plan 2014-2018. Based on the 
government’s previous strategic reviews, policies, and action plans, including the National Social 
Protection Policy Framework 2016-2025, this new policy is aligned with the United Nations 
Development Assistance Framework 2019-2023, as well as to Goals 2 and 17 of the SDGs. In a nutshell, 
the policy looks at access of vulnerable communities to nutrition, safety, diversity, convenience, 
affordability, and food preferences. It also looks at strengthening the capacities of national and local 
institutions to decrease risks and increase preparedness and response to natural disasters and other 
emergencies. The policy will also focus on innovative technologies that will improve information and 
decision-making of persons with disabilities leading to inclusion, equity, and equality. 
Indonesia
　Having ratified the CRPD in 2011, Indonesia since then has had various policies implemented for 
the welfare of persons with disabilities, including the National Disability Law of 2016, the National Plan 
of Action of Disabled People 2004-2013, and the National Human Rights Plan of Action 2015-2019 in 
partnership with the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. In June 2020, the 
government issued a new regulation, Presidential Regulation No. 68/2020 stating that the National 
Disabilities Commission (KND), an independent and non-structural institution that monitors, 
evaluates, and advocates for the protection and rights of persons with disabilities, is now under the 
Ministry of Social Affairs. Some sectors do not approve of this move saying that the Ministry does not 
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deal with human rights issues, which could affect the perspective that disability is a human rights 
issue. Instead, they urged the government to have the KND be overseen by the Ministry of Law and 
Human Rights or even the National Commission on Human Rights.
Lao PDR
　The Lao PDR government continues to support initiatives related to the empowerment of persons 
with disabilities led by the National Committee for Disabled People and Elderly (NCDE), the agency 
tasked to coordinate with the disability sector at the policy level. The initiatives are also anchored on 
the Decree on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities adopted in 2014. The Decree stipulates the 
importance of protecting “the rights and interests of persons with disabilities” including the 
formulation of policies around health and rehabilitation, skills development training, employment, and 
the elimination of all forms of discrimination against persons with disabilities. 
Malaysia
　The Malaysian government is currently implementing policies stipulated in its Persons with 
Disabilities Action Plan 2016-2022, continued from previous national action plans. The Action Plan 
focuses on the collaboration of all government agencies on the formulation of short- and long-term 
indicators and strategies for social inclusion, especially including the built environment. This is geared 
towards the country’s goal of having its urban areas to become Inclusive and Accessible Cities by 
2030. The disability community is also expecting the government to announce the RM500 monthly 
allowance for persons with disabilities to augment their daily needs, as outlined in the government’s 
budget for 2020.
Myanmar
　In 2015, Myanmar enacted the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Law, with additional By-Laws in 
2017, tasking the National Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities ensure the 
improvement of the situations of persons with disabilities. In 2018, the Working Committee on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities was created to implement the National Committee’s tasks. 
Currently, the Government and Myanmar Federation of Persons with Disabilities are reviewing 
recommendations that will include appropriate definitions of disabilities. This is according to the 
Permanent Representative of Myanmar to the United Nations Office in Geneva, adding that there is a 
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possibility to finally add psychosocial disabilities and leprosy to the official list of disabilities. Among 
the positive actions put in place by concerned ministries are the nationwide awareness raising 
activities and training related to disability and emergency situations and a pilot project in Yangon to 
improve general accessibility.
Philippines
　The Philippine government and disabled people’s organizations continue to be proactive in pushing 
for the empowerment and rights of persons with disabilities with its Magna Carta for Persons with 
Disabilities, or Republic Act No. 7277, and other laws that have been created and amended since then. 
The most recent amendment to the law is Republic Act No. 11228, which mandates the provision of 
mandatory health coverage for all persons with disabilities. At the height of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in July 2020, a survey on ‘Moving Towards Disability Inclusive Recovery in Employment and 
Livelihood in the Time of COVID-19’ was conducted to determine how the pandemic impacted the 
employment and businesses of persons with disabilities, and to document their specific needs so they 
can be assisted post-pandemic.
Singapore
　Singapore continues to implement its 3rd Enabling Masterplan 2017-2021 aimed at making the 
country more inclusive. With the COVID-19 pandemic, the government gave an assurance that 
persons with disabilities that pertinent information will be effectively disseminated through a ‘multi-
platform, multi-language, and multi-format approach’ in the form of captioned videos, subtitles, live 
signing, and various accessible infographics. It also assured the continuance of services and support 
for persons with disabilities, including short-term home-based respite care, cash relief assistance, and 
production of online exercise content for persons with disabilities, to name a few. It also assured that 
jobs assistance and access of schools to assistive technology will continue.
Thailand
　Currently on its 5th National Life Development Plan for Persons with Disabilities (2017-2021), 
Thailand has also recently announced its 20-year National Strategic Plan (2018-2037), its first long-
term strategy corresponding to its goals for a secure, prosperous and sustainable society anchored on 
Sufficiency Economy Philosophy. Presently, the government is conducting programs based on the 
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EQUAL Strategy, that is Empowerment, Quality Management, Understanding, Accessibility and 
Linkage, all of which is aimed at giving persons with disabilities better quality of life, empowerment, 
and promotion of independent living among those with disabilities. The government closely 
coordinates and works with disabled people’s organizations, including self-help groups, which have 
proven to be effective networks in the development of skills of persons with disabilities.
Vietnam
　Vietnam is at the final phase of its National Action Plan to Support People with Disabilities (2012-
2020), which instituted several projects for the disability community, including accessibility in 
transportation and public buildings, inclusive education, as well as legal and medical services, among 
others. In August 2020, the government gave the go-signal for a program in cognizance of CRPD and 
Vietnam’s law on persons with disabilities that aims to cover 90% of persons with disabilities in having 
access to medical services and education, as well as access to sports, recreational, and cultural/
artistic activities nationwide. Vocational training and job support, as well as assistive technology 
provision are also priorities.
Discussion
　ESCAP’s ‘Disability At A Glance 2019’ reiterates that accessibility ― or fundamental barriers that 
propagate inequality among all sectors of society ― continues to hound persons with disabilities, such 
as the “inadequacy and lack of accessible built environments, accessible information and 
communication, including information and communications technology, and accessible services.” 
While ASEAN countries are quite aware of the importance of accessibility, ESCAP surveys and expert 
discussions revealed that accessibility is still generally limited to physical interventions, such as 
disability ramps and accessible toilets, and has also not penetrated the psyche of the general 
population in a more holistic, multi-stakeholder approach. Among the challenges that the report found 
out is that many sectors don’t have enough “technical knowledge and capacity to ef fectively 
mainstream accessibility in their work”. Also quite stark is the lack of awareness and understanding 
outside of the disability sector of accessibility and its value for every member of society.
　In an article published by The Diplomat titled “Cambodia is Still Failing Its Disabled Persons’ in 
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February 2020, it stated that while some persons with disabilities have benefited from disability 
programs of the government, “many still go without adequate state aid...” due in large part to the 
difficulties still in changing public opinion about disability, resulting in private companies’ continued 
hesitation to hire persons with disabilities as productive members of their respective companies, for 
instance. Quoting government figures of persons with disabilities employed by government 
numbering to 2,460 people in 2016 and a November 2019 number of 2,860 employees, it said that only 
440 extra persons with disabilities were employed in three years, a very low number compared to 
what the law requires.
　Meanwhile, disability rights groups in Indonesia in July 2020, through a petition, called for the 
revision of a government regulation placing the National Disabilities Commission under the Ministry 
of Social Affairs. The groups said that “this is a step backwards” from the law in that the Ministry 
does not oversee human rights issues, which is what disability is. The petitioners also cited conflict of 
interest, the limited number of commission seats allocated for persons with disabilities, and lack of 
independence in selecting commission seats, among others.
　According to an article by The ASEAN Post, majority of ASEAN countries except for Singapore still 
“struggle to provide basic structures for accessibility in public buildings, schools, transportations, and 
even tourist spots...”
　But even if Singapore leads in development in disability issues, it too has barriers still to overcome, 
such as a call for the government in May 2020 to intervene and mandate private insurance companies 
to give access to persons with autism, among others.
　A joint study in 2019 conducted by Humanity and Inclusion (HI) and Lao Disabled People’s 
Association (LDPA) revealed that there is still a need for “concrete and strategic actions” that will 
ensure persons with disabilities a right to water and sanitation, and to overcome barriers such as “lack 
of privacy, long distances and facilities from households, unpaved and poorly lit roads, and inaccessible 
toilets.”
　These gaps, according to the ESCAP report, almost always lead to the lack of financial investment 
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in accessibility, as well as a dearth in innovative investment forms outside of monetary values, ranging 
from high-level commitment and institutional buy-in, or the creation of strong legal accessibility 
frameworks to the development of human resources, as well as to the development of strong 
partnerships among governments and policymakers, organizations and other stakeholders. In other 
words, having an inclusive society, which a healthy investment in accessibility can provide, will result 
in a win-win situation for everyone and where economic benefits, inclusion, participation, innovation, 
and equality/equity will be a welcome regularity. Ideally, ASEAN societies should give prime 
importance to the concept of ‘Universal Design’, where “all facilities, services, products and 
information are accessible and used by the broadest range of users” in society.
　One important element to consider amid all these calls for changes and action plans is the active 
involvement and participation of persons with disabilities from the consultation phase up to the 
implementation and follow-up of these varied endeavors.
　Despite these challenges, the report recognizes the efforts of several countries in ASEAN that 
mandate access audits of government buildings, for instance, in Indonesia, Singapore, and Thailand, 
or of international airports in Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. Similarly, ICT and 
services accessibility in the region is said to reach 41% on average in terms of accessible news 
programs in the Asia-Pacific region alone, as well as 40% of accessible public websites. There is, 
however, a need to improve on the region’s definition of accessibility, as some only focus on the 
physical environment, such as hallways, lifts, parking lots, and toilet facilities. Other more advanced 
countries, fortunately, have included other forms, like audio and visual accessibility in terms of 
information.
　In the midpoint review of Asian and Pacific Decade of Persons with Disabilities in 2017, it showed a 
positive trend in terms of accessibility. For example, accessible polling stations national capitals in the 
region showed 59.8% compliance. Furthermore, it indicated that 66.5% of government buildings have 
been made accessible and so is 70.6% of international airports in the region.
　Looking at current or existing disability policies in ASEAN, including the improvements they need 
to undertake, it is worth noting that all of them have legislations on disability. The challenges being 
92－－
現代福祉研究　第 21 号（2020. 3）
faced by these countries now are varied, including more widespread awareness and understanding of 
the complexities of the issue and how these relate to and impact on the society, varying degrees of 
implementation based on a number of factors, budgetary considerations, and increasing ageing 
population. All of these will certainly affect investments in accessibility.
　The ESCAP report clarified that effectively investing in accessibility is not just about financial 
considerations. To create an impact in this matter, it suggested that countries need to “build 
institutional supports, stakeholder partnerships, and technical capacity and understanding” ― all of 
which are already existent in ASEAN Member States. Challenges come in the more practical aspects 
of the issue, such as gaps in assistive device and technology access ― including the quality and 
affordability of materials ― especially in low-income communities. Then there is the gender issue in 
disability, with women and girls with disabilities not getting access to disability services and products, 
including health and reproductive care. Furthermore, persons with disabilities in ASEAN are still 
struggling to gain fair employment in their respective fields or need assistance in pursuing their 
entrepreneurial skills.
Conclusion
　Amid the continuing COVID-19 pandemic, which puts global economies on a rollercoaster ride and 
put the spotlight on health priorities, it is all the more important to take a look at how developments in 
disability issues are being addressed by ASEAN member countries. If such concerns are not properly 
and promptly addressed, a lot of the hard work and par tnership between public and private 
stakeholders and policymakers will be for naught. It is imperative that persons with disabilities to ‘not 
be left behind’ once more. Existing legal frameworks and current activities, projects, and programs 
related to accessibility in the region need to be further fine-tuned and actively implemented according 
to the countries’ national action plans. The ESCAP report on the importance of investing in 
accessibility remains an informative and relevant guide that also serves as a way forward for most 
ASEAN countries.
　It would serve ASEAN countries well if they consider the recommendations that the ESCAP report 
presented, among which are the following: 1) to position accessibility as a core component of national 
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development strategies; 2) to leverage the economic potential of accessibility; 3) to employ a ‘whole-
of-government and whole-of-society’ approach; 4) to establish an inclusive and comprehensive legal 
and policy framework; 5) to ensure changes via robust and responsive implementation, financing and 
monitoring, and evaluation; 6) to professionalize accessibility service provision and support; and 7) to 
sharpen and expand technical skills and abilities.
　With the diversity of the ASEAN region culturally, economically, even politically, then too one sees 
the varying degrees ― and priorities ― in terms of the implementation of disability policies. 
Therefore, international and global mechanisms, frameworks, and development plans, such as the 
SDGs and ASEAN Enabling Master Plan 2025, play very important roles as guideposts that ASEAN 
countries can agree on and commit to. It is relatively fair to say, at this point, that the ASEAN region is 
looking towards the same goals and directions, especially when it comes to accessibility, or more 
particularly, investment in accessibility. There might be huge challenges along the way for many 
countries but, with the legal framework done and with active participation, collaboration, and close 
coordination from the top down to the grassroots level, then such barriers can indeed be overcome.
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